NORCs are communities where residents have grown older and remained in place, and new families have not displaced them. These communities can be contained within a single apartment building or be as large as an entire neighborhood. 5, 11 NORCs occur most often in urban areas and offer the immense psychological benefit of allowing older people to remain in their homes, an option the majority of older people prefer. 5, 12 Indeed, nearly nine in ten Americans over the age of 60 prefer to continue to live in their own neighborhoods. 13 Residents of NORCs are also more likely to be involved in the community and have a greater number of friends in the neighborhood than other older populations. 11 Because their social networks tend to be larger and densely associated around them, residents of NORCs have a greater number of people to rely on in times of emergency. At the same time, the social support they receive from neighborhood friends has been shown to positively influence their levels of physical activity. [14] [15] [16] Their social networks can be more diverse than that of the older population in retirement communities because a diverse group of individuals and families can live in a NORC. As they evolve over time, NORCs are composed of a majority of older residents and a minority of younger newer families and individuals.
However, cities can also pose a number of threats to their older residents. Older adults who choose to remain in neighborhoods with a high prevalence of psychosocial hazards are more likely to be obese, regardless of age, gender, race/ ethnicity, education, wealth, alcohol consumption, and a host of other factors, than those who live in less hazardous neighborhoods. 17 Many older people speak out about how, in neighborhoods of crime and violence, they feel afraid to leave their homes and walk around their neighborhoods. 1 Research has explored their claims and found that older people are more likely than other groups to stay at home because of fear of crime and perceived lack of neighborhood safety. [18] [19] [20] Those who are afraid of more mundane dangers, such as falling on broken sidewalks, reduce their outdoor physical activity. 21 Despite these dangers, older people, by choice or by necessity, prefer to stay in their neighborhoods.
As they continue to age in place, social programs are needed to ensure that they age in good physical and mental health. In New York State, for example, social services, including nurses and case managers, have been financed by the state government in apartment buildings with high concentrations of residents more than 60. 13 Cities around the country could extend this program: first, by locating the NORCs within a municipality and then by using the healthy community checklists created by the AARP or the WHO to measure the quality of the needed services and improve them if need be. The New York Academy of Medicine has already taken the first step, in cooperation with the New York City Council, to assess the age-friendliness of New York City according to WHO standards. Such proactive developments will ensure a healthier older population while also improving their quality of life.
